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TIhe  INTENT  OF  the  current  Air  Force 
core  values  initiative  is  both  noble 
and  vitally  important.  The  initiative 
consists  of  the  publication  United 
States  Air  ForceCoreValues  (also  known  as  the 
Little  Blue  Book)1  and  three  major  strategies:  a 
schoolhouse  "weave"  (education),  a  field 
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Character 
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I  ssue? 

Maj  Carl  D.  Rehberg,  USAF* 

Character  is  the  bedrock  on  which 
the  edifice  of  leadership  rests.  .  .  . 
Without  [character],  particularly  in 
the  military  profession,  failure  in 
peace,  disaster  in  war  or,  at  best, 
mediocrity  in  both  will  result. 

-Gen  Matthew  Ridgway 


weave  (leadership  element),  and  a  continua¬ 
tion  phase.  It  also  includes  The  Guru's  Guide 
and  a  four-day  course  that  prepares  gurus  to 
help  with  thisprogram.2  Uni  ike  the  core  val¬ 
ues  initiative  of  1993,  the  current  program 
does  not  seem  to  be  i  n  dan  ger  of  d  ri  ft  i  n  g  away 
due  to  neglect. 


*My  Special  thanks  to  friends,  scholars,  and  colleagues  who  provided  the  encouragement  and  editorial  assistance  that  made  this 
article  possible. 
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Table  1 


A  Comparison  of  USAF  Values  Initiatives 


Emphasis  on 
Character 
Development 

Level  of 
Chaplain 
Involvement 

Spiritual 

Emphasis 

Ethical 

Environment3 
Major  Emphasis 

1 997  Core  Values 
Initiative 

No 

Very  Little 

Very  Little 

Yes 

1 993  Core  Values 
Initiative 

Yes 

Involved 

Indirect:  More 
than  1997 

No 

Adult  Values 
Education  (1974) 

Yes 

High 

Relatively 

High 

No 

Moral  Leadership 
Program  (1961) 

Yes 

High 

Very  High 

No 

Dynamics  of 

Moral  Leadership 
(1957) 

Yes 

High 

Very  High 

No 

Character 

Guidance  Program 
(1948) 

Yes 

Very  High 

Very  High 

No 

Source:  Adapted  from  Gregory  J.  Dierker,  “Core  Values:  A  History  of  Values-Related  Initiatives  in  the  Air  Force”  (thesis,  Air  Force 
Institute  of  Technology,  September  1 997),  1 54-55. 

a  The  ethical  environment  includes  policies,  processes  (systems),  and  procedures. 


Global  Engagement:  A  Vision  for  the  21st 
Cen  turyAirForc&\\g\r\  I  ightsthei  mportanceof 
our  core  val  ues  and  sets  the  stage  for  the  fu¬ 
ture  Air  Force.3  With  its  comprehensive  and 
cohesive  architecture,  the  current  program 
may  be  one  of  the  best  desi  gned  onesfrom  an 
overall  policy  perspective.4  It  also  includes 
some  i  nnovativeteachi  ng  methods  and  tech¬ 
niques. 

Overall,  the  people  involved  in  the  initia¬ 
tive  should  be  commended  for  their  efforts. 
However,  weneedtoanalyzeandaddresssev- 
eral  troubl  i  ng  paradigm  shifts  i  n  order  to  i  im¬ 
prove  th  i  s  pro  gram,  wh  i  ch  i  s  so  cri  ti  cal  to  th e 
future  of  the  Ai  r  Force. 

Historically,  character  education  has  al¬ 
ways  been  i  ntegral  to  the  mi  I  itary  profession 
in  Western  culture.  Aristotle,  the  teacher  of 
Alexander  the  Great,  developed  a  theory  of 


philosophy  in  terms  of  excellent  character 
traits  or  virtues.  Aristotle  believed  that  one 
can  become  an  excellent  person  by  perform¬ 
ing  excel  lent  actions  until  doi  ng  so  becomes 
habitual.  "Over  the  centuries  the  profession 
ofarmshasdevel  opedanumberofprinci  pies, 
traits,  rituals  and  codes  that  have  served  sol¬ 
diers,  in  peace  and  war,  very  well."5  In  this 
country,  we  have  com  bi  ned  thegreat  wi  sdom 
of  the  sages  and  have  encouraged  the  relig¬ 
ious  and  spiritual  aspects  of  life,  dating  from 
our  first  commander  in  chief.6 

In  a  thesis  recently  completed  at  the  Air 
Force  Institute  of  Technology,  Gregory  J. 
Dierker  identifies  significant  changes  to  the 
most  recent  AirForceval  uesinitiative.  Onthe 
positive  side,  changes  have  occurred  that  in¬ 
clude  more  commander  involvement  and  a 
focus  on  the  ethical  environment.  On  the 
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The  chapel  at  the  US  Air  Force  Academy.  The  founders 
spiritual  life  in  the  formation  of  balanced  officers. 

negative  side,  changes  include  "a  reduced 
emphasis  on  character  development  and  the 
greatly  reduced  rolethatthechap  lain  playsin 
th  eseval  u  es-  rel  ated  i  n  i  ti  ati  ves"7  (seeta  bl  e  1) . 


A  Paradigm  Shift 
from  Character? 

Our  first  task  is  to  fix  organizations;  individual 
character  development  is  possible,  but  it  is  not  a 
goal. 

-Little  Blue  Book 

With  this  bold  statement,  the  Little  Blue 
Book  declares  a  decided  shift  in  emphasis.  It 
al  so  notesthat  "long  before  we  seek  to  i  m  pi  e 
ment  a  character  development  program,  we 
must  thoroughly  evaluate  and,  where  neces¬ 
sary,  fix  our  policies,  processes  and  proce¬ 
dures."8  TheGu  ru'sGu/'dedismissesand  mud¬ 


of  the  Academy  clearly  recognized  the  significance  of  healthy 


dies  the  character9  issue  even  further: 
"Character  development  will  probably  take 
place . . .  but  that  will  be  a  happy  byproduct 
and  notastrategicgoal."10Thisi  scon  fusingat 
best,  a  paradigm  shift  at  worst. 

Throughout  history,  people  who  have 
served  i  n  the  mi  I  i  tary  haveal  ways  known  that 
effecti  veness  and  success  rest  far  more  on  the 
moral  quality  of  officers  and  other  personnel 
than  on  technical  expertise.11  Gen  Nathan 
Twi  n  i  ng,  former  Ai  r  Force  ch  i  ef  of  staff,  wrote 
that  "technical  proficiency  alone  is  not 
enough."12  The  best  weaponsmoney  can  buy 
are  literally  worthless  unless  one  has  people 
who  can  think  critically  and  use  them  prop¬ 
erly.  One  also  needs  military  leaders  who  are 
worthy  of  honor  and  trust.  As  Col  Anthony  E. 
Hartle  of  West  Point  writes,  "Persons  of 
strong  character  are  the  ulti  mate  resource  for 
any  military  organization." 13  Historically, 
character  and  com  petencehavebeen foun  da- 
ti  onsof  professi  on  al  i  sm  and  I  ead  er  sh  i  p.  "The 
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essence  of  professionalism,"  writes  Lewis 
Sorely,  "is  character."14  "In  over  500  inter- 
vi  ewswi  th  mi  I  i  tary  gen  eral  of  f  i  cers,  Dr.  Ed  gar 
Puryear  found  that  the  most  i  important  qual  - 
ity  in  leadership  without  ex  cep  ti  on  waschar- 
acter."15 


Historically,  all  the  service 
academies  have  emphasized 
character  development,  and  the  Air 
Force  Academy  and  the  Naval 
Academy  have  formed  departments 
to  address  this  topic.  Ironically,  the 
overall  Air  Force  appears  to  be 
moving  in  another  direction. 


Personal  and  professional  character  devel¬ 
opment  is  essential  because  the  organization 
consists  of  the  characters  of  its  individual 
members.  Interestingly,  the  two  nationally 
known  experts  in  this  area,  Dr.  W.  Edwards 
Demi  ng  and  Dr.  Stephen  Covey,  believe  that 
both  organizations  and  people  need  to  be 
changed.  Further,  Dr.  Covey  states  that  peo¬ 
ple  should  be  changed  first:  "Not  only  must 
personal  change  precede  organizational 
change,  but  personal  qual  ity  must  precedeor- 
ganizational  quality."16 

Title  10,  US  Code  Armed  Forces,  under- 
scoresthei m portanceof  i n di  vi dual  character 
development:  "All  commanding  officers  and 
others  in  authority  in  the  Air  Force  are  re 
qui  red  to  show  i  n  them  sel  vesagood  ex  am  pi  e 
of  virtue,  honor,  patriotism,  and  subordina¬ 
tion;  to  be  vigilant  in  inspecting  the  conduct 
of  all  persons  who  are  placed  under  their 
command;  to  guard  against  and  suppress  all 
dissolute  and  immoral  practices"17 

What  has  changed  so  that  character  devel¬ 
opment  is  no  longer  important?  Air  Force 
Manual  (AFM)  50-21,  Living  for  Leadership, 
notes  that  its  purpose  is  "to  assist  you  in  de 
vel  opi  ng  your  character  i  n  terms  of  that  i  deal 
which  ispropertotheAmeri  cantradi  tion."18 


One  also  sees  a  possible  paradigm  shift  in 
the  demand  for  "faith  in  the  system."  Surely 
faith  is  the  wrong  term  to  use  here:  our  faith 
can  be  pi  aced  i  n  a  h  i  gh  pri  n  ci  pi  eor  a  Su  preme 
Bei  ng  but  not  a  "system."  One  can  abuse  and 
undermine  a  system;  moreover,  a  system 
(e.g.,  a  bureaucracy)  allows  one  to  maintain 
appearances,  all  the  while  permitting  per¬ 
sonal  fail  ingsand  abuses.  Shouldn'twereturn 
to  an  emphasis  on  personal  and  professional 
character?Wecanplaceourtrustinindi  vidu- 
als  of  strong  and  honorable  character  but  not 
in  a  system.  People  who  think  we  have  by¬ 
passed  the  need  for  character  because  we  are 
in  a  revolution  in  military  affairs  (RMA) 
should  think  again. 

Minimizing  Chaplain 
Involvement? 

I  n  the  section  of  the  Little  Blue  Book  enti¬ 
tled  "The  CoreValues  Strategy,"  the  very  first 
assumption  puts  a  fence  around  chapel  pro¬ 
grams:  "The  Core  Val  ues  Strategy  exi  sts  i  nde- 
pendently  of  and  does  not  compete  with 
Chapel  programs."19  Shouldn't  chaplains 
work  i  n  concert  with  the  core  val  ues  strategy 
rather  than  remain  separated  from  it?  Chap¬ 
lains  were  originally  chartered  to  work  in  ar¬ 
eas  concerning  character.  Early  on,  the  Air 
Force  defined  the  function  of  the  chaplain  as 
follows:"pri  marilyaministerofreligion,and 
assuch  isthead  vi  sortothecommand  ing  gen¬ 
eral  or  commanding  officer  on  all  matters 
pertaining  to  the  religious  life,  morals  and 
character-building  factors  within  a  given 
command."20  By  ignoring  the  spiritual  di¬ 
men  sion,21we  may  be  adopt  ing  what  Yalelaw 
professorStephen  L.  Carter  cal  I  sa"cul  tureof 
disbelief"  similar  to  the  rest  of  society  that 
ri  di  cul  es,  di  sdai  ns,  and  mockspeo  pi  ewho  are 
serious  about  spi  ritual  matters.22 

Clearly,  the  spiritual  dimension  can  pro¬ 
vide  positive  motivation  to  do  what  is  right. 
Spiritual  roots  can  provide  a  solid  founda¬ 
tion,  a  motivation,  and  a  sense  of  meaning 
and  purpose  to  do  what  is  right.  "Character 
education  can  be  hollow  and  misleading 
whentaughtwithinacurriculumthatissi  lent 
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about  religion."23  There  are  consequences 
when  radical  secularism  or  a  "culture  of  dis¬ 
belief"  rei  gns.  Accord  i  ngtoWi  1 1  i  am  Ben  nett, 
"Whatever  your  faith-or  even  if  you  have 
noneat  all— i-t  is  a  fact  that  when  millionsof 
people  stop  believing  in  God,  or  when  their 
bel  i  ef  i  s  so  atten  uated  as  to  be  be  I  i  ef  i  n  n  ame 
only,  enormouspublicconsequencesfol  low. 
And  when  th  i  s  i  sac  com  pa  n  i  ed  by  an  aver  si  on 
to  spiritual  language  by  the  political  and  in¬ 
tellectual  class  the  public  consequences  are 
even  greater."24 

The  Little  Blue  Book  and  the  Guru's  Guide 
say  nothing  positive  about  spirituality  or  re¬ 
ligion,  although  theydearlysetatonein  sev¬ 
eral  areasofwhatreligionisnottodo.  Forex- 
ample,  "Military  professionals  must 
remember  that  rel  i  g  i  ouschoi  cei  sa  matter  of 
individual  conscience."25  Why  not  include  a 
balancing  statement  such  as,  "Commanders 
should  supportandencouragetheirsubordi- 
natesto  develop  their  spirituality."  This  is  a 
matter  of  free  exercise  of  religion  and  a  rec¬ 
ognition  of  the  positive  role  played  by  relig¬ 
ion  amongan  over  whelm  ingnumber  of  mili¬ 
tary  personnel.  Although  this  document  is 
not  blatantly  bigoted  or  anti  religious,  it 
seems  ignorant  of  the  spiritual  domain. 

The  Little  Blue  Book  and  the  Guru's  Guide 
ignorehowspiri  tual  aspectscan  beaposi  tive 
part  of  thiswholepro  cess.  Wecan  look  to  the 
U  SAF  Acad  emy  f o r  an  ex  am  pi  e. 2  6  Sped  f  i  cal  I  y , 
theacademy's  Character  DevelopmentM  an  ual 
states  that  "the  founders  of  the  Academy 
clearly  recognized  thesignificanceof  healthy 
spiritual  life  in  theformation  of  balanced  of- 
fi  cers.Thatiswhy  wehavetheSpiri  tual/Ethi- 
cal  Domain.  Although  the  spiritual  aspect  is 
not  mandatory,  it  provides  many  cadets  with 
a  strong  motivation  for  character  develop¬ 
ment."27 

In  a  recent  article  in  Airpower  Journal,  Col 
Charles R.  Myersdoesanadmi  rablejobof de¬ 
fending  core  values  from  some  unwarranted 
attacks.28  By  f  ram  i  ngthestructureof  mo  ral  ity 
in  the  context  of  moral  reasoning,  he  mar- 
gi nal izes  the  i mportance  of  the  affective  do- 
mai  n  that  gives  one  purpose  and  motivation 
to  do  the  right  thing.  Doing  the  right  thing 
when  we  would  rather  not  may  be  the  $64 


Honor,  Duty,  Country— we  must  be  faithful  to  these  ideals 
because  the  truth  does  matter,  and  character  has  been 
(and  must  remain)  an  issue  in  the  Air  Force  now,  and  as 
we  enter  the  twenty-first  century. 

question  inethics.  How  do  we  have  the  moti¬ 
ved  on  to  do  the  ri  ght  th  i  ng?  H  ow  do  we  have 
a  change  of  disposition  or  a  change  of  heart? 
According  to  Plato,  this  "spirited  element" 
should  not  be  ignored 29 

Th eLittle  Blue  Book's  functional  ism  seems 
hoi  I  ow  and  cri  es  out  for  a  deeper  ph i  I  osophy. 
It  presents  the  core  values  as  purely  func¬ 
tional,  without  any  attention  to  foundations 
or  deeper  motivations  that  are  essential  to 
ethi  cal  un  der  stand  i  ngand  practi  ce.  Given  the 
postmodernist  movement  that  is  sweeping 
the  academic  and  intellectual  circles  of  this 
country,  foundations  are  critically  impor¬ 
tant.30 

M  ilitary  Character  Education: 

M  ore  than  Core  Values 

With  outadoubt,  coreval  uesarevi  tal  to  to¬ 
morrow's  Air  Force.  Character  education  has 
always  involved  values.  Core  values  and  the 
ethi  cal  en  vi  ron  mentareonly  apart  of  char  ac- 
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ter  development.  According  to  Air  Force 
Academy  Instruction  36-158,  Supporting  Ca¬ 
det  Character  Development,  "character  devel- 


"Good  people  aren't  al  ways  good 
soldiers,  but  good  soldiers  are 
always  good  people:" 


opment  encompasses  more  than  just  the 
H  onor  Code;  it  al  so  i  n  cl  udesthe  Ai  r  Force  and 
Academy  Core  Values,  Academy  Character 
Development  Outcomes,  human  relations, 
ethics,  and  moral  and  spiritual  develop¬ 
ment."31  Additionally,  military  academies 
were  founded  on  the  concept  of  developing 
vi  rtues. 

Over  the  last  five  or  six  years,  public 
schools  have  started  to  return  to  character 
education.  Historically,  all  the  service  acade¬ 
mies  have  emphasized  character  develop¬ 
ment,  and  theAirForce  Academy  and  theNa- 
val  Academy  have  formed  departments  to 
address  this  topic.  Ironically,  the  overall  Air 
Force  appears  to  be  movi  ng  i  n  another  di  rec- 
tion.  "A  much  larger  than  expected  number 
of  U.S.  schools  have  introduced  character 
education  during  the  1993-1995  period  or 
are  preparing  to  do  so  soon.  .  .  .  The  rapid 
spread  of  character  education  currently  un¬ 
derway  represents  a  return  to  the  traditional 
rol  eof  school  sasoneof  soci  ety's  most  impor¬ 
tant  institutions  for  developing  good  charac¬ 
ter  in  young  people."32 

Thepoi  nt  i  sthatcoreval  uesarei  m  portant, 
but  they  are  not  sufficient.  They  cannot  take 
the  place  of  comprehensive  character  devel¬ 
opment.  Character  education  is  a  compre¬ 
hensive,  multifaceted  approach  to  moral  de¬ 
velopment.33 


The  Core  Values  Program  is  a  good  first 
step  in  one  area  of  character  development.  If 
we  are  truly  concerned  about  the  Ai  r  Force  of 
the  twenty-fi  rst  century,  we  can  and  must  do 
much  more.  First,  we  should  make  character 
development  a  primary  focus-not  merely  a 
strategic  goal  or  just  another  program.34  Sec¬ 
ond,  the  Air  Force  should  start  with  its 
number-one  criterion  for  selection  and  pro¬ 
motion:  strong  and  honorable  character.35 
"Good  peoplearen'tal  waysgoodsol  diers,  but 
good  soldiers  are  always  good  people."36 
Third,  we  must  adopt  comprehensive 
character-development  architecture  that  in¬ 
cludes  teaching  virtues  and  ethics-especial  I y 
the  cardi  nal  vi  rtueS7  and  the  devel opment  of 
conscience,  ethical  reasoning,  and  decision 
making.38  Fourth,  we  should  work  together 
with  chaplains,  acknowledge  the  importance 
of  thespiri  tual  di  mension,andusetheChap- 
lain  Corps  in  a  positive  manner.39  Fifth,  we 
need  a  follow-on  document  to  theLittleBlue 
Book  that  del i neates  our  leadershi p  and  char¬ 
acter  philosophies  in  the  same  way  the  Ma¬ 
rine  Corps  does  it  in  its  Fleet  Marine  Forces 
Manuals.  Sixth,  we  need  to  encourage  and 
support  the  return  to  character  education  in 
public  schools,  which  has  strong  bipartisan 
support.  Seventh,  we  should  initiate  a  com- 
prehensivestudysimi  larto  Ethicsin  theUSAir 
Force:  1988  to  assess  our  strengths  and  weak¬ 
nesses.40 

A  return  to  character  development  with 
morechap  I  ai  n  i  n  vol  vementasastrategi  cgoal 
and  a  primary  focus  will  be  neither  an  easy 
task  nor  a  panacea-but  it  isthe  right  thing  to 
do.  Char  acter  ismorethan  a  pro  gram.  It  must 
be  as  important  as  the  weapons  we  build  and 
even  our  budget  total  obligation  authority.  It 
is  the  cornerstone  of  our  most  i  mportant  as¬ 
set-people!  We  must  be  faithful  to  the  ideals 
of  Honor,  Duty,  Country41  because  the  truth 
does  matter,  and  character  has  been  (and 
must  remain)  an  issue  in  the  Air  Force  now, 
andasweenterthetwenty-firstcentury.  □ 
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Notes 

1  United  States  Air  Force  Core  Values  (Washington,  D.C.: 
Department  of  the  Ai  r  Force,  1997) .  H  erei  nafter  referred  to  as  the 
Little  Blue  Book. 

2.  The  Little  Blue  Book,  the  Guru's  Guide,  speeches,  quotes, 
essays,  books,  periodicals,  directives,  and  other  documents 
related  to  the  core  val ues  initiative;  on-line,  Internet,  available 
from  http://www.usafa.af.mil/core-value.  Gurus  are  persons 
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Here  in  America  we  are  descended  in  blood  and  in  spirit 
from  revolutionists  and  rebels-men  and  women  who  dare 
to  dissent  from  accepted  doctrine.  As  their  heirs,  may  we 
ne/er  confuse  honest  dissent  with  disloyal  subversion. 

-Gen  Dwight  D.  Eisenhower 


